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he Point of 
Symbols & Signs  
A symbol stands for something else.  
Every symbol has a meaning. Numerals 

and letters are the most common kinds of symbols. 
Numbers stand for sizes and amounts. Letters of                 
the alphabet represent sounds of the language.  

In addition to numerals and letters, there are other 
kinds of symbols. Symbols stand for (represent) 
things and ideas. Many symbols are international. 
They have the same meaning in many languages.  

International symbols represent the same things and ideas in many 
cultures.  Can you tell the meanings of these symbols? 

READING ABOUT 
READING:  
Do numerals                     
and letters have 
the same meaning 
in all languages?  

I = 1 
III = 3 

V = 5 

X = 10 
XI = 11 

XIV = 14 

ß ö ñ д  ج' 
´ T ♫ ¾ y ¥/G 

Numbers are a kind of symbol. 
They tell how many or how much.  

Alphabet letters can be block or 
cursive, upper or lower case.   The numerals 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

always have the same meaning.  
Other symbols can stand for 
numbers too. Here are    
examples of  Roman numerals. 

Alphabet letters represent 
sounds in every language,  
but they don’t always spell 
(stand for) the same sounds.                           
Also, some languages use 
other kinds of characters.                                 
For example, where can you 
find symbols like these? 
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There are symbols in many places. One place is on signs.               
A sign can also have pictures and words. A sign should be 
easy to read, but it should also have meaning and purpose. 
It should make a point. It should send a clear message.  
There are signs on streets and highways. There are signs                
in cities and towns. Buildings have signs too—outside and 
inside. So do stores. We can see and read signs everywhere.  

Some common, everyday kinds of signs—with symbols, pictures, and words.  
Where might you see signs like these—with similar or comparable meanings? 

READING 
ABOUT      

READING: 

What are 
some                   

differences between 
symbols and signs? 

A symbol is                                
a numeral, a letter or 

character, an icon, or           
a figure. It represents         

a number, a sound,                
a thing, or an idea.                   

It may have meaning in 
various languages.     

There are many 
symbolic groupings or 

categories. There are 
symbols in math, 

music, medicine, law, 
science, and astrology. 
Punctuation marks are  

kinds of symbols. 
There are money and 

business symbols, 
weather and map 

symbols, danger and 
traffic symbols, and 

many other kinds.  

A sign is a printed 
announcement. It gives 
information fast. Often, 

a sign is on a wooden 
board or metal. A sign 
can have symbols on 
it.  It can also include 

pictures and words.  

Kinds of signs include  
street, road, 

instruction, caution, 
warning,  safety, 

building, city, town, 
and types of notices. 

Signs are everywhere, 
outside and inside.  We 

can learn vocabulary                     
and many kinds of 

information from them. 

 

Meaning Symbols 
On the next pages are examples                  
of symbols with meanings in                  
many languages and cultures. 
They’re in meaning groups.  
1. For each symbol, there are two or three 

answer choices. What does the symbol 
mean? Circle the letter a or b (or c).   

2. For each image, one or two answer choices are    
wrong. Can you think of a symbol for that meaning?                   
Can you describe or draw it? On pages 2-3 of the  
WTP? Answer Key, there are more possible symbols.   

Do you know other common, meaningful symbols? 
Draw some of them. Show them to other people.                      
Do they know their meanings? Point out their         
essential features. Tell what they symbolize.     

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 1-A 



Part 1: The Point of Symbols and Signs   9 

13 14 15 16 

a.  teacher 
b.  graduate 
c.  geographer 

a.  fire fighter 
b.  customs official 
c.  police officer 

a.  hotel worker 
(bellhop) 

b.  waitperson = 
waiter/waitress 

a.  lawyer 
b.  medical 

doctor 

Symbols for Kinds of Work 

Symbols for Activities and Places 

1 2 3 4 

a. ice cream 
b. fast food  

a. eating 
b. drinking coffee 

a. boating 
b. picnicking 

a. hotel or motel 
b. camping 

a.  fishing 
b.  swimming 
c.  seafood  

a. hunting 
b. place to walk 

pets 

a. playground 
b. place for 

baby care 

a. hiking 
b. mountain or  

rock climbing  

5 6 7 8 

9 10 11 12 

a.  police officer 
b.  criminal 

a.  miner 
b.  farmer 

a.  cook (chef) 
b.  street vendor 

People print, write, 
and draw differently.                       
Even numbers                    
and letters of the 
alphabet don’t look 
identical in various 
handwriting styles.                       
Even the simplest 
picture symbols                    
or icons may look a 
little different.   

But every symbol  
has one or more 
essential parts.                     

For example,                            
a person always 
has a head—
often shown by   
a circle. A whole 
figure includes a 
body, arms, and 
legs.  A fish has a 
body made of two 
curves and a tail.                  

An arrow has                
a point. A cross 
has two lines.                  
A heart has a 
well-known 
“heart shape.”     

You can make up 
symbols of your 
own. Be sure to 
include the essential 
features of each 
symbol.  Then others  
will get the meaning 
quickly and easily.  

How can you make 
good use of your 
symbols?  

READING 
ABOUT 
READING:  

Do symbols 
always look 
the same? 

Circle the letter of the meaning of each symbol—a or b (or c).   

a.  locksmith 
b.  mechanic 
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 Symbols for Directions 

a.  to the right 
b.  to the left 

a.  upstairs 
b.  downstairs  

a.  into 
b.  out of  

a.  both ways 
b.  in a circle  

25 26 27 28 

17 18 19 20 

a.  the heart 
b.  hearing 

a.  the Red Cross 
b.  a hospital  

a.  X-rays 
b.  medicine 

a. vision care 
b.  dental care  

Medical and Health Symbols 

21 22 23 24 

 Symbols for Weather and Seasons  

a.  clouds 
b.  rain 

a.  day (the sun) 
b.  night (the moon) 

a.  lightning 
b.  snow 

a.  a full moon 
b.  a half moon 

 Symbols for People 

a.  male 
b.  female 

a.  men 
b.  women 

a.  a smile 
b.  a frown 

a.  speech 
b.  thinking  

29 30 31 32 

Understanding 
symbols is an  

essential reading 
skill. Symbols are 
simple shapes or  

lines with meaning. 
They stand for,                     

or symbolize  
(represent) other 

things. That’s why  
the concept (idea)                

of symbolism is 
central to reading.  

The most common, 
useful kinds                            

of symbols are 
numbers and letters. 

Letters form words 
with meaning. Words                 

form phrases and 
sentences that make 

points or send  
messages.                      

Literacy usually 
means “ability to 

read, understand, and 
write symbolic text.” 

But even before 
competence in 

printed or written 
language comes 

visual literacy, 
defined as “ability to 

recognize and get 
meaning from visual 
images.” Even basic 
symbols need to be 

identified and 
interpreted.  

Understanding them 
is essential to    

reading for meaning.  

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:   

How are 
symbols 

important to 
reading? 


